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FOLKLORE AND THE IDIOSYNCRATIC MAKE-UP 
OF THE FOLKLORIST 
Elon K u l i i  
Al though I r e a d  many g u i d e s  and handbooks a b o u t  
f i e l d w o r k  i n  my g r a d u a t e  f o l k l o r e  c o u r s e s ,  when I j o i n e d  
t h e  Gary team I had  t o  l e a v e  b e h i n d  t h e  i d e a l s  o f  t h e  
c l a s s r o o m  t o  f u l l y  submerge mysel f  i n  a c t u a l  f i e l d  
s i t u a t i o n s .  The l e s s o n s  o f  G o l d s t e i n  and 6 ' ~ u i l l e a b h & i n ,  
a s  w e l l  a s  numerous a r t i c l e s  on t h e  -. how o f  c o l l e c t i n g  
f o l k l o r e ,  d i d  n o t  a lways  f i t  my own p e r s c n a l i t y  n e e d s  
n o r  t h e  community i n  which I was d o i n g  f i e l d w o r k .  
Thus,  t h e  pu rpose  of  t h i s  s h o r t  t r e a t i s e  i s  t o  i n d i c a t e  
how one  f i e l d w o r k e r ' s  p e r s o n a l  make-up i n f l u e n c e d  h i s  
app roach  t o  c o l l e c t i n g  f o l k l o r e .  
I n  o r d e r  t o  become b e t t e r  a c q u a i n t e d  w i t h  t h e  new 
env i ronmen t  i n  which I would b e  work ing ,  I began t o  p o s e  
q1;es t ions  a b o u t  n o r t h w e s t  I n d i a n a  ( o f t e n  r e f e r r e d  t o  as 
" t h e  Region") w h i l e  I w a s  s t i l l  i n  Bloomington.  What I 
h e a r d  f rom s t u d e n t s  a t  I n d i a n a  U n i v e r s i t y  was u p s e t t i n g  
a t  b e s t !  Indeed  t h e  h o r r o r  s t o r i e s  t h e y  t o l d  me 
p r o b a b l y  would have  shaked  t o  t h e  c o r e  t h e  b r a v e s t  of 
w a r  h e r o e s .  S i n c e  t h e  Gary team had a l r e a d y  e x p e r i e n c e d  
a y e a r  i n  t h e  f i e l d ,  I t u r n e d  a l s o  t o  them. My 
i n q u i r i e s  t o  them y i e l d e d  s t o r i e s  t h a t  c a u s e d  my b l o o d  
p r e s s u r e  t o  r i s e .  I n i t i a l l y  I a c c e ~ t e d  t h e i r  o b s e r v a -  
t i o n s  and r e p o r t s  a s  g o s p e l .  Consequen t ly ,  f o r  t h e  
f i r s t  two d a y s  i n  t h e  Region ,  I t i p t o e d  g l a d l y  a l o n g -  
s i d e  f e l l o w  f i e l d w o r k e r  Adr i enne  Seward. But a f t e r  two 
days  w i t h  Adr i enne ,  I brcame aware  o f  a  c e r t a i n  d i s -  
harmony be tween what  I had  been  t o l d  a b o u t  Gary and 
what  I now e x p e r i e n c e d .  Adr i enne  f i r s t  t ook  m e  on a 
t o u r  o f  t h e  ma jo r  p a r t s  o f  t h e  c i t y  and showed me how 
e a s y  i t  was t o  t r a v e l  a b o u t .  Next s h e  took  m e  t o  a 
r e s t a u r a n t  owned by a  M r .  T . ,  who seemed t o  be  a  v e r y  
s i n c e r e  and  j o v i a l  p e r s o n .  Meet ing  him and s e v e r a l  o f  
h i s  c u s t o m e r s  began t o  c o n v i n c e  me t h a t  Gary r e a l l y  was 
n o t  as h o r r i f y i n g  as many had  p a i n t e d  i t .  B e s i d e s ,  I 
saw n e i t h e r  l i o n s  n o r  t i g e r s  roaming t h e  s treets  
d e v o u r i n g  whomever t h e y  wi shed .  To my own s u r p r i s e ,  I 
found t h e  Region t o  be  l i t t l e  more than  an over-  
s i z e d ,  b l a c k ,  s o u t h e r n  town t h a t  had t e m p o r a r i l y  
s t r a y e d  from i t s  h o s p i t a b l e  s o u t h e r n  t r a d i t i o n .  
So t h a t  i f  Gary a t  one t ime  had been a  modern-day 
Sodom and Gomorrah, I cou ld  o n l y  s e e  minute  
s u r v i v a l s  of t h a t  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  now. These 
r e v e l a t i o n s ,  a l o n g  w i t h  o t h e r  b i t s  of  knowledge, 
ne rved  me t o  d rop  t h e  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  c h a i n s  t h a t  
h i n d e r e d  m e  from p u r s u i n g  my own f i e l d w o r k  g o a l s .  
Adrienne and I dec ided  t o  s e p a r a t e  and v e n t u r e  
f o r t h  on o u r  own; s h e  was i n t e r e s t e d  i n  t h e  image 
of Gary,  w h i l e  I planned t o  i n q u i r e  i n t o  t h e  
s u p e r n a t u r a l  b e l i e f  sys tem of  Region  black^:. 
Although a  number of f o l k l o r i s t s  had 
p r e v i o u s l y  s t u d i e d  t h i s  b e l i e f  sys tem i n  t h e  Sou th ,  
r e l a t i v e l y  few had conducted r e s e a r c h  i n  n o r t h e r n  
c i t i e s ,  and none s p e c i f i c a l l y  i n  t h e  Calumet 
Region of  I n d i a n a .  I n  1973 I had worked i n  t h e  
Piedmont s e c t i o n  of North C a r o l i n a ,  where I 
c o l l e c t e d  numerous a c c o u n t s  of hoodoo. Thus I 
knew a t  f i r s t  hand t h a t  rootwork ( a n o t h e r  name f o r  
hoodoo) e x i s t e d  i n  t h e  Sou th ,  b u t  I wondered 
whether  b l a c k s  i n  a n  urban s e t t i n g  b e l i e v e d  i n  and 
p r a c t i c e d  hoodoo. Would I f i n d  t a l e s  and l e g e n d s  
about  hoodoo i n  n o r t h e r n  o r a l  t r a d i t i o n ?  To 
answer t h e s e  q u e s t i o n s ,  I s e t  o u t  t o  a s k  peop le  
i n  t h e  Region.  
I i d e n t i f i e d  i n f o r m a n t s  through a  number of  
t e c h n i q u e s .  Obviously ,  my f i r s t  c o n t a c t s  invo lved  
Region s t u d e n t s  on t h e  Bloomington caprpus. They 
s u p p l i e d  many more names and a d d r e s s e s  of p a r e n t s  
and r e l a t i v e s  a s  w e l l  a s  f r i e n d s  than  I cou ld  
f o l l o w  up i n  t h e  f o u r  weeks I s p e n t  i n  t h e  f i e l d .  
On days  when I f i n i s h e d  my i n t e r v i e w s  e a r l y ,  o r  
on days  when i n f o r m a n t s  c a n c e l l e d  appo in tments ,  I 
sometimes asked them f o r  t h e  name of a  f r i e n d  who 
would be  w i l l i n g  t o  t a l k  w i t h  me. T h i s  t e c h n i q u e  
was ve ry  rewarding.  On days  when appo in tments  
were c a n c e l l e d  and I d i d  n o t  come up w i t h  a  
s p e c i f i c  s u b s t i t u t e  i n f o r m a n t ,  I conducted 
impromptu i n t e r v i e w s  w i t h  p e r s o n s  who seemed t o  be 
i d l e  on t h e  s t r e e t  o r  a t  some r e c r e a t i o n a l  
f a c i l i t y .  Th i s  l a s t  method a l s o  worked f a i r l y  
w e l l .  
I knew t h a t  I was d e a l i n g  w i t h  a  s e n s i t i v e  and ,  t o  
some p e o p l e ,  taboo s u b j e c t .  During t h e  i n i t i a l  s t a g e s  
of  my f i e l d w o r k  i n  Gary,  I o f t e n  exper ienced  immediate 
d i sappo in tment  a f t e r  I e x p l a i n e d  my i n t e r e s t  t o  a n  
i n f o r m a n t .  My f i r s t  approach was t o  a s k  q u e s t i o n s  such  
, - s ,  "Do you b e l i e v e  i n  voodoo?" o r  "Do you know a n y t h i n g  
abou t  rootworking?"  I n  response  t o  t h e s e  p o i n t e d  
q u e r i e s ,  a number o f  p o t e n t i a l  i n f o r m a n t s  s e a l e d  t h e i r  
motlths. Some were a c t u a l l y  o f fended  t h a t  a  c o l l e g e  
s t u d e n t  would be  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  something "so b a s e  and 
immoral"; o t h e r s  i n d i c a t e d  embarrassment o r  shame, a s  
i f  a n  a f f i r m a t i v e  response  t o  my q u e r i e s  would p rove  
them s u p e r s t i t i o u s .  I q u i c k l y  exper ienced  t h e  c o r e  of 
t r u t h  i n  G o l d s t e i n ' s  warning about  t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  
i n h e r e n t  i n  r e s e a r c h i n g  emotion-laden t o p i c s .  Also ,  I 
su rmised  t h a t  i f  I were t o  g e t  answers I had t o  a d j u s t  
my i n t r o d u c t i o n  and d e s c r i p t i o n  of voodoo s o  a s  t o  
d e f u s e  t h e  t e n s i o n  my i n i t i a l  vocabulary  was 
engender ing  i n  t h e  peop le  1 met. 
Consequent ly ,  when I now approached i n f o r m a n t s  I 
devoted more t ime t o  a  layman 's  d e f i n i t i o n  of  f o l k -  
l o r i s t i c s  and t h e  importance  of i t s  s t u d y .  I 
p r e s e n t e d  myself a s  a  s t u d e n t  of  f o l k l o r e  who wanted 
t o  unders tand  more abou t  t h e  voodoo sys tem.  F u r t h e r -  
more, i n s t e a d  of i n q u i r i n g  d i r e c t l y  whether  o r  n o t  
i n f o r m a n t s  b e l i e v e d  i n  hoodoo, I more o f t e n  asked 
whe the r  they were aware o f  t h e  term,  o r  whe the r  they  
might s h a r e  w i t h  me some of t h e  s t o r i e s  they had 
h e a r d .  With t h i s  approach ,  I hoped t h a t  a f t e r  
t a l k i n g  t o  me o b j e c t i v e l y  abou t  t h e  s u b j e c t  a t  f i r s t ,  
t hey  would s lowly  warm up t o  i t  and e v e n t u a l l y  
t a k e  a  more s u b j e c t i v e  p o i n t  of view. To my s u r p r i s e ,  
t h i s  t r a n s i t i o n  o f t e n  o c c u r r e d  w i t h i n  a  few minu tes  
and was s i g n a l e d  by such s t a t e m e n t s  a s  "I d o n ' t  
b e l i e v e  i n  i t ,  you know, b u t  t h i s  a c t u a l l y  happened 
t o  my mother ! " 
I n  t h e i r  p u r s u i t  of d a t a ,  f o l k l o r i s t s  q u i t e  o f t e n  
p u t  i n f o r m a n t s  on t h e  s p o t .  In  q u i t e  t h e  r e v e r s e  of  
-- --- 
t h i s  s i t u a t i o n ,  I found myself f r e q u e n t l y  p l a c e d  i n  an  
awkward p o s i t i o n  by i n f o r m a n t s  who d i d  n o t  want t o  be  
t h e  o n l y  ones  e x p r e s s i n g  a  p a r t i c u l a r  b e l i e f .  For  
some, i t  was e a s i e r  t o  t a l k  abou t  hoodoo i f  they  
thoukht  t h e i r  l i s t e n e r  s h a r e d  t h e i r  p o i n t  of view. 
Bui I was de te rmined  t o a v o i d  t a k i n g  s i d e s  i n  
what I p e r c e i v e d  a s  a  no-win s i t u a t i o n :  i f  I 
o f f e r e d  my o p i n i o n s  and o f f e n d e d  t h e  i n f o r m a n t ,  
t h e  r e c o r d i n g  s e s s i o n  would be  o v e r .  S i m i l a r l y ,  
when an  i n f o r m a n t  looked t o  m e  a s  t h e  f i n z l  
a u t h o r i t y  on whe the r  t h e  s u p e r n a t u r a l  e v e n t s  
r e p o r t e d  i n  hoodoo t a l e s  were r e a l ,  I s i d e s t e p p e d  
t he  i s s u e  and answered t h a t  I r e a l l y  d i d  n o t  know, 
s i n c e  I had h e a r d  s t o r i e s  bo th  - p r o  and - con. T h i s  
t e c h n i q u e  i s  a  sound one f o r  i t  promotes 
o b j e c t i v e  r e s e a r c h .  ( B e s i d e s ,  i f  we behave a s  i f  
we know a l l  t h e r e  is  t o  know abou t  a  c e r t a i n  
c u l t u r e ,  t h e n  i t  would be p o i n t l e s s  t o  t r y  t o  
p l u c k  f e a t h e r s  from a  p lucked hen. )  And, t o o ,  by 
remain ing  i n t e r e s t e d ,  b u t  n e u t r a l ,  I was g i v i n g  
each i n d i v i d u a l  a  chance  t o  in fo rm me, a  p e r s o n  
who r e a l l y  d i d  n o t  know t h e  f u l l  s cope  o f  t h e  
---
sys tem.  
I n  t h e  m a t t e r  of e s t a b l i s h i n g  r a p p o r t  w i t h  
my i n f o r m a n t s ,  I can o n l y  e m p h a t i c a l l y  s t a t e  
what worked f o r  m e .  Of ten  i n  t h e  opening 
moments o f  a  s e s s i o n ,  t h e  generous  h o s t  would 
o f f e r  me some t y p e  of a l c o h o l i c  beverzge .  But ,  
b e i n g  something o f  a  t e e t o t a l e r ,  I was r e l u c t a n t  
t o  compromise my i d e a s  on a l c o h o l  i n  o r d e r  t o  
promote my r e s e a r c h .  F o r t u n a t e l y  I q u i c k l y  
found t h a t  I cou ld  h o l d  t o  my v a l u e s  w h i l e  
s i m u l t a n e o u s l y  a c c e p t i n g  t h e  h o s p i t a l i t y  o f  my 
i n f o r m a n t s .  S i n c e  t h e  h o t  and humid w e a t h e r  i n  
Gary a l m o s t  a lways  l e f t  me d e h y d r a t e d ,  I s a i d ,  
"No, thank  you,  b u t  I would l i k e  t o  have  some 
w a t e r  o r  pop." I n  t h i s  way, t h e  s e s s i o n  s t i l l  
g o t  s t a r t e d  on a p o s i t i v e  n o t e .  A s i m i l a r  s t o r y  
p e r t a i n s  t o  s h a r i n g  meals  w i t h  i n f o r m a n t s .  
E a r l y  one d a y ,  I d e c i d e d  t o  do s e v e r a l  
s e s s i o n s  w i t h  some h i g h  s c b o o l  s t u d e n t s ,  j u s t  t o  
s e e  i f  t hey  were f a m i l i a r  w i t h  t h e  s u b j e c t  of  
hoodoo. These s t u d e n t s  k e p t  me a  l i t t l e  l o n g e r  
t h a n  I had p l a n n e d ,  s o  I was somewhat p r e s s e d  
t o  be  on t ime t o  meet M r s .  M. When I a r r i v e d ,  I 
d i s c o v e r e d  t o  my c h a g r i n  t h a t  s h e  had j u s t  cooked 
d i n n e r .  I f e l t  awkward--as i f  I were i n t r u d i n g - -  
s o  when s h e  i n v i t e d  me t o  d i n n e r ,  I responded 
w i t h  t h e  c o n v e n t i o n a l  "No-thank-you-I'm-not-hungry" 
r i t u a l ,  cven though I was s t a r v i n g .  E v e n t u a l l y ,  o f  
c o u r s e ,  I accep ted  h e r  i n v i t a t i o n  t o  s h a r e  t h e  mea l ,  
and n o t  on ly  d i d  e a t i n i  w i t h  h e r  h e l p  e s t a b l i s h  
r a p p o r t  f o r  o u r  l a t e r  d i s c u s s i o n ,  i t  a l s o  h e l p e d  t o  
keep me going! The nonstop c o n v e r s a t i o n s  w i t h  h e r  
f r i e n d s  d i d  n o t  have t o  be  de layed  o r  i n t e r r u p t e d  
because  o f  a  f i e l d w o r k e r ' s  hunger .  I had been t a k e n  
c a r e  o f .  
Although I kr:ew I would be a  few minutes  l a t e  i n  
a r r i v i n g  a t  Mrs. M . ' s ,  I n o n e t h e l e s s  r e f u s e d  t o  c a n c e l  
t h e  appointment .  In  some c a s e s ,  i t  i s  a lmos t  t r a g i c  
f o r  t h e  f i e l a w o r k e r  t o  c a l l  o f f  a  s e s s i o n ,  f o r  t h e r e  
i s  t h e  r i s k  of never  g e t t i n g  a n o t h e r  chance t o  t a l k  
w i t h  t h a t  in fo rmant .  The busy l i f e  of u r b a n i t e s ,  
a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  t i e s  many of  them m a i n t a i n  w i t h  t h e  
South ,  keep them on t h e  g ~ .  
Another a r e a  i n  which I e x e r c i s e d  s t r i c t  c a u t i o n  
invo lved  t h e  p o l i c e .  T a lmost  never  conversed w i t h  
them. A s  i s  s o  o f t e r  t h e  c a s e  w i t h  f i e l d  r e s e a r c h e r s ,  
we were i n i t i a l l y  looked upon by ci tr ic)us and 
s u s p i c i o u s  e y e s .  Some f o l k s  i n  t h e  Region wondered i f  
I were an  zgen t  o r  i f  I worked f o r  t h e  l o c a l  
n a r c o t i c s  o f f i c e .  Thus even though i n  some i n s t a n c e s  
I could  e a s i l y  have approached a  policemzn f o r  a  
s t r e e t  number, I d i d  n o t ,  s o  t h a t  I would n o t  
j e o p a r d i z e  my r e s e a r c h  p r o j e c t .  
During t h e  c o u r s e  of many of my i n t e r v i e w  
s e s s i o n s ,  people  o f t e n  mentioned s p i r i t u a l  s t o r e s  and 
r e l i g i o u s  shops ,  a  phenomenon I was n o t  f a m i l i a r  w i t h  
from my work i n  North C a r o l i n a .  Thus, I f e l t  i t  
i m p e r a t i v e  t o  v i s i t  them, e s p e c i a l l y  s i n c e  they  
o f f e r e d  c a n d l e s ,  s p r a y s ,  o i l s ,  i n c e n s e s ,  s t a t u e t t e s ,  
and o t h e r  i t ems  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  good o r  e v i l  e f f e c t s  
i n  hoodoo. The re:r of t h e s e  s t o r e s  o f t e n  c o n t a i n e d  
a  s m a l l  room f o r  p r a y e r s  cr f o r  c o n f e r e n c e s  between 
t h e  p a t i e n t  and t h e  o c c u l t  s p e c i a l i s t .  My f i r s t  
v i s i t  was t o  a  s p i r i t u a l  shop i n  Eas t  Chicago,  one 
owned by Rexerend Solomon T. I accompanied team 
member Richard  March and P r o j e c t  D i r e c t o r  R ichard  M. 
Dorson, who had made t h e  i n i t i a l  c o n t a c t  and now took 
charge  of t h e  i n t e r v i e w ,  q u e s t i o n i n g  Rev. T. a b o u t  a  
number of t o p i c s .  A s  they  t a l k e d ,  I n o t i c e d  
t h a t  a  sudden and o v e r w h e l ~ i n g  anger  came o v e r  
Rev. T. I s t i l l  wonder i f  he  became angry 
because  Dorson was a s k i n g  him abou t  t h e  p u r p o r t e d  
powers of s e v e r a l  i t e m s  o r  whether  h e  had become 
nervous  because  t h e  v i d e o  camera s o  c l o s e l y  
resembles  a  t e l e v i s i o n  camera;  o r  pe rhaps  because  
we were d i s t r a c t i n g  him from h i s  incoming 
customers .  Whatever t h e  r e a s o n ,  I n o t i c e d  t h a t  
t h e  t e n s i o n  d e c r e a s e d  once Dorson e x p r e s s e d  a n  
i n t e r e s t  i n  p u r c h a s i n g  s e v e r a l  i t e m s .  A s i m i l a r  
s i t u a t i o n  developed a t  S h e r r y ' s  S p i r i t u a l  Shop 
on F i f t h  Avenueand Broadway, which I v i s i t e d  
a l o n e .  Again,  t h e  owners were s u s p i c i o t i s  u n t i l  
I bought something;  t h i s  purchase  a p p a r e n t l y  
convinced them t h a t  my pr imary g o a l  was t o  
o b t a i n  a n  i t e m  t h a t  would b e n e f i t  me. The owners 
of t h e  two s t o r e s  c a t e r i n g  t o  t h e  s u p e r n a t u r a l  
b e l i e f  sys tem of  t h e  Region b l a c k s  r e f u s e d  t o  
a l l o w  me t o  t a k e  p i c t u r e s  o r  conduct a n  i n t e r v i e w  
A d i f f e r e n t  k ind of  problem emerged a s  I 
t a l k e d  wi th  two o t h e r  o c c u l t  s p e c i a l i s t s ,  bo th  
of whom welcomed t h e  i n t e r v i e w  (probably  beca1:se 
they  expec ted  p u b l i c i t y )  b u t  t h e n  seemed p re -  
programmed w i t h  t h e  i n f o r m a t i o n  they  s h a r e d .  One 
p s y c h i c ,  H .  W . ,  a f t e r  h e a r i n g  t h a t  I was 
i n t e r e s t e d  i n  hoodoo, r e c e i v e d  me w i t h  open arms.  
I i n t r o d u c e d  myself  t o  him and he  immediately 
began t o  t a l k .  He t a l k e d  on and on,  becoming 
very  engrossed  i n  k i s  own monologue. To 
r e d i r e c t  t h i s  unchecked v e r b o s i t y ,  I dec ided  t o  
pose s p e c i f i c  q u e s t i o n s .  M r .  W .  would b e g i n  t o  
answer,  b u t  a f t e r  two o r  t h ~ e e  s e n t e n c e s ,  he  would 
s w i t c h  back t o  h i s  own t r a i n  of though t .  Rev. J .  
a l s o  seemed pre-programmed. Twice I asked him 
t h e  same q u e s t i o n ,  s i m u l t a n e o u s l y  aware t h a t  my 
i n t e r r u p t i o n s  might o f f e n d  my in fo rmant  and 
b r i n g  t h e  i n t e r v i e w  t o  a  c l o s e .  But I knew a  
c h o i c e  had t o  be made: I cou ld  l i s t e n  t o  and 
t a p e  r e c o r d  a two-hour e x e g e s i s  t h a t  was n o t  
p e r t i n e n t  t o  my i n q u i r y ,  o r  I cou ld  t r y  t o  
s a l v a g e  t h e  c o n v e r s a t i o n  by a s k i n g  him t o  f o c u s  
on hoodoo. I chose  t h e  l a t t e r  approach and i t  
worked. 
